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1 Introduction

The 2011 Wisconsin Act 32 (the 2011-13 biennial budget) contained sweeping changes
to the level and nature of school funding for public schools in Wisconsin. Briefly, this
budget:1

� Decreases general school aids by $749 million over the biennium.

� Reduces the revenue limit per pupil by 5.5% in FY12.

� Eliminates several revenue limit exemptions such as school nursing, pupil trans-
portation, safety equipment, and funds for school security officers.

� Reduces nearly all categorical aids by 10%, in addition to eliminating some programs
outright.

According to one recent report, this dramatic cut in state aid for schools amounted to
the second largest single-year reduction in per pupil spending among the 46 states stud-
ied. This same study found that education cuts have extended the recession, slowed the
recovery, and undermined education reform and the ability of school districts to deliver
high-quality education.2 These education cuts come at a time when students and their
families are experiencing historically high levels of economic disadvantage as detailed in
data that shows 41.4% of students statewide qualify for free or reduced-price school meals
based on family income.

The Department of Public Instruction’s general aid certification, released last month,
showed that 97% of the state’s public school districts (411 of 424) will receive less school
aid for the 2011-12 school year than they did in the previous year. The median decrease
in aid for districts was 9.98%.

1For a more detailed analysis of the budget visit the DPI Initial Summary at
http://dpi.wi.gov/pb/pdf/budsum1113.pdf

2For citation visit the Center for Budget Policy and Priorities report titled New School Year Brings
Steep Cuts in Funding for Schools, at http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=viewid=3569
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Also, as a result of the 2011-13 state budget school districts experienced a 5.5% rev-
enue limit cut resulting in a loss of $1.6 billion in revenue authority over the 2011-13
biennium as compared to previous statute. This is the first decrease ever in revenue caps.

These education cuts occurred in the context of a budget that increases overall spend-
ing by nearly two percent, including a 10% increase in state funding for students attending
private schools in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program this year alone.

Much has been made of the unremarkable fact that school districts across the state
balanced their budgets this year. School districts are required to balance their budgets
every year, so the important question is not whether they balanced their budgets, but rather
how that balanced budget was achieved. To explore this, initial results from the Wisconsin
Association of School District Administrators (WASDA) survey“Cuts in Staff, Programs,
and Services for the 2011-12 School Year” are presented below. The survey was conducted
in the early fall of 2011 with 88% of districts responding, representing roughly 87% of Wis-
consin students.

In the section below the responses of the survey are tabulated to provide a picture of
what districts said is occurring in the 2011-12 school year. The next section puts these
numbers into context using staffing data from previous years, enrollment data for the
current and previous years, and staff contract status information.3

2 Executive Summary

The following are key points from the analysis:

� A much greater number of jobs were lost in the K-12 sector than in previous years
of budget cuts.

� The depth and breadth of losses of experienced educators statewide is large. Nine
out of ten students attend a district that had a net loss of staff in one of four staffing
areas surveyed.

� Replacement teachers and staff are younger, less experienced, and face higher stu-
dent teacher ratios than the educators they replaced.

� Fewer staff leads to class size increases with nearly six in ten students attending in
a district with increased classs sizes in K-12, and four in ten students attending in
a district specifically with increased class sizes in elementary grades.

� Fewer staff leads to cuts in essential support and learning programs with three in
four students attending a district that reduced staff in at least one such program
and one in five attending in a district that reduced more than five such programs.

3Additional data comes from DPI administrative records including the teacher licensure database, the
3rd Friday count, and teacher contract information.

2



� Differences between districts that had contracts compared to those without union
contracts were not statistically significant.

� Half of all districts reported that they used one-time federal funds to offset even
deeper cuts—funds that will be unavailable next year.

� Two out of three districts reported that they expect to have as deep or even deeper
cuts next year. Only one out of 10 expect to have fewer cuts next year.

3 Analysis of Responses

This section analyzes the responses to survey questions. All figures represent the re-
sponding districts and not the entire state; however, due to the very high response rate
(88%) these results represent what is occurring in school districts across the state. Be-
cause not all districts responded the actual numbers of staff losses and program reductions
and/or eliminations is likely greater. Given the high response rate and the similarity be-
tween responding and non-responding districts, reports of affected students and districts
are expected to stay proportionally the same. The 88% of districts responding, represent-
ing 87% of Wisconsin students, will hereafter be referred to as the sample.

3.1 Question 1: Staff Losses

The first question asked districts to report what staffing losses occurred by position
type for the 2011-12 school year.4 Table 1 below illustrates the statewide count of staff
losses aggregated by staff position classification.5

Table 1: Responses to Question 1 on Job Losses from the Sample
Retirements Layoffs Non-Renewals New Hires Net

Teachers 3477 703 1529 4031 -1676
Administrators 302 10 174 309 -175

Aides 386 629 434 635 -812
Support 702 142 616 674 -785

Totals 4866 1485 2754 5649 -3447

There was a large replacement effect on teaching staff.6 Retirements between the 2010-
11 and 2011-12 school years were roughly 2.5 times greater than in prior years according
to Employee Trust Funds (ETF) data. These figures also match up with the recent report
by the Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development that estimated a loss of roughly

4The survey question stated: “Listed below are four staff positions. Write the number of retirements,
layoffs, non-renewals/resignations, and new hires that took place for the 2011-12 school year.”

5This count is an underestimate due to the proportion of districts not responding.
6Net losses were asked of respondents, but calculated net losses are used as they are more accurate

and have less measurement error. In all cases the difference between reported net losses and calculated
net losses was minor.
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4,000 public jobs in K-12 education at the district level.7 However, the depth of aggregate
cuts is not sufficient to examine the effect of the 2011-13 budget, we must also look at the
breadth of the cuts.

Table 2: Districts and Students in Sample Experiencing Net Staff Cuts
District Count % of Respondents % of Students

Teachers 240 65 67
Administrators 85 23 47

Aides 151 41 52
Support 123 33 55

Totals 306 82 87

Table 2 shows the number of districts in the sample, the proportion of districts in the
sample, and the proportion of students in sample districts where net staff cuts occurred
by position type. By far the most frequent case is districts eliminating teaching positions;
seven out of ten students now attend a district with fewer teachers than in prior years.8

And nearly nine out of ten students are in a district that saw some reduction of staff in
one or more categories surveyed.

A map (Figure 1) is included on the next page to show the geographic spread of these
districts.

7The Capital Times report on the Department of Workforce Development numbers can be found at
http://host.madison.com/ct/business/bizbeat/article8f6af218−00e0−11e1−80fe−001cc4c03286.html

8Fifty-nine districts saw a net increase of teachers in 2011-12.
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Figure 1: Responding Districts with Reported Teacher Losses

Teacher Loss

Yes
No
No Response

Teacher Losses 2011−12

Data from the Wisconsin Association of School District Administrators 
 (Map does not display K−8 Districts)
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3.2 Question 2: Administrator Staff Cuts

Question 2 asked districts to be specific about which administrator staff positions
were eliminated.9 Table 3 below reports the number of responding districts reporting an
elimination of each type of position.

Table 3: Responding Districts Eliminating Specific Administrator Positions

Principal Assistant Principal Curriculum Director Assessment Director Other
26 15 12 5 46

Of districts eliminating administrators, most reported eliminating an “other” admin-
istrator position, with principals and assistant principals being next most prevalent.

3.3 Questions 3-7: Service Cuts

Questions 3-7 asked districts to report about reduced services due to budget con-
straints.10 Table 4 below describes these cuts.

Table 4: Responding Districts Reporting Service Cuts
District Count % of Districts % of Students

Increased Elementary Class Size 149 42 42
Increased Class Size K-3 93 26 29
Increased Class Size 4-6 122 34 38
Increased Student Fees 79 22 26

Decreased Sports Program 28 8 7
Decreased Other Extracurricular 29 8 7

A few points to consider:

� Class size reduction in earlier grades is positively associated with better postsec-
ondary and life outcomes based on a large body of research. A recent National
Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) report finds that small class sizes increase
college completion likelihood and shift students toward Science, Technology, Engi-
neering and Mathematics (STEM) fields.11 The Student Achievement Guarantee in
Education (SAGE) program supports this effort statewide and has seen decreased
participation in the 2011-12 school year.

9Question 2 stated: “If you have fewer administrators this year, indicate the positions lost with a
checkmark.” There is not a perfect response rate of districts indicating a loss of administrators in question
1 and reporting a position eliminated in question 2.

10Questions asked followed the following format: “Overall, did you increase class sizes in grade K-3 in
2011-12,” where a yes or no response was requested. In the case of questions about extracurricular and
sports programs, districts were given the option to list the specific programs cut.

11NBER Working Paper Number 17533 (Dynarski, Hyman and Schanzenbach, 2011).
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� Increasing class size was a common strategy in grades K-3 and grades 4–6 for 26%
and 34% of districts respectively.

� Class size in both K-3 and grades 4-6 was increased in 68 districts or 23% of
districts responding. In all, 149 districts reported raising class size in either K-3 or
grades 4-6, representing 42% of districts responding.

� A list of reduced or eliminated sports/extracurricular programs is available.

3.4 Question 10: Course Reductions and Class Size Increases in
High School and Middle School

The survey also asked about course reductions resulting from the staff cuts mentioned
previously. Districts were asked to indicate across twelve subject areas whether they cut
a course, cut a section, or increased class sizes. Table 5 shows the results of this by a
grouping of the subjects.12

Table 5: Subject Areas With Reductions Indicated by Responding Districts
Districts % Districts % Students

Core 131 36 48
Art/Music/Phy Ed 166 46 60

Career and Tech 161 45 57
Adv. Place. 54 16 29

Foreign Language 93 26 37

Figure 2 depicts the data in Table 5 graphically showing both the percent of students
and the percent of responding districts making reductions in each academic area. Finally,
Table 6 on the next page provides the impact by individual subject area.

12Core: Math, English, Science, Social Studies. Art/Music/Phy Ed. Career and Tech: Business,
Vocational Technology, and Family and Consumer Education. Adv. Place.: Advanced Placement.

7



Figure 2: Service Cuts by Subject Grouping

Service Cuts by Subject Area
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3.5 Question 8: Staff Reductions by Program Area

In addition to service reductions, the survey asked districts to report staff cuts made
in specific program areas. An important difference in Table 7 below from previous tables
in this report is that the percentage of districts reported is calculated based on all districts
in the sample that did not indicate an ‘NA’ indicating this service had either previously
been eliminated in the district or was never offered in the district due to a lack of eligible
pupils.

Table 7: Staff Reductions by Program Area for Responding Districts
Districts % of Districts % of Students

Technology Support 41 11 21
Library/Media Center 98 27 25

Social Work 20 9 33
Guidance Counselor 55 15 28

Psychology 35 10 23
Gifted and Talented 35 11 10

Special Education 101 28 39
At Risk Programs 57 17 17

Drug and Alcohol Prev. 62 21 29
Early Childhood 14 4 3

Eng. Lang. Learners 15 5 13
Reading Coordination 61 18 21

The largest cuts by districts were special education positions (28% of districts) and
library/media center positions (27% of districts). Early childhood and English language
learners (ELL) programs remained relatively unchanged with less than 10% of districts
cutting positions in these areas. Other troubling areas include a large number of districts
cutting reading coordinators (18%), staffing for programs for at–risk youth (17%), and
staffing for staffing for drugs and alcohol prevention programs (21%).

While Table 7 is informative, it does not capture the combination or cumulative impact
of the cuts. Using the survey responses, however, a tabulation of how many districts cut
multiple programs can be derived.

Table 8: Responding Districts Cutting Multiple Programs
Districts % of Districts % of Students

1 or More 250 71 80
2 or More 158 45 60
3 or More 96 27 47
4 or More 51 14 31
5 or More 25 7 20

A staggering 80% of students attend districts that made staff cuts to at least one
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program.13 Additionally 20% of students attend districts with cuts to five or more pro-
grams. By grouping these programs into meaningful categories, the information combines
to paint a picture of the reduced services students are seeing across the state as a result
of the budget reductions.

Figure 3: Staff Reductions by Program Area for Responding Districts

Staff Reductions by Program Area Groups
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To show the extent of these reductions in essential student learning and support pro-
grams statewide, districts making staff reductions in at least one program are displayed
on the map in Figure 4.

13Because of the complexities of some programs and the assignment of staff, it is not possible to know
the extent of cuts in these programs. Presumably district staff will only respond that a cut was made if
it is meaningful though, thus decreasing the chance that cuts reported were of a marginal FTE level.
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Figure 4: Responding Districts with Essential Learning and Support Program Losses

Program Loss

Yes
No
NA

Essential Learning and Support Program Losses

Data from the Wisconsin Association of School District Administrators 
 (Map does not display K−8 Districts)
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3.6 Question 9: Use of Federal Education Jobs Money

Program reductions and staff layoffs would undoubtedly be worse in 2011-12 if not for
the federal stimulus funds available to districts. Half of all responding districts reported
using one-time funding available through the federal Education Jobs funds to reduce the
impact of state budget cuts on students in the classroom.14

Table 9: Responding Districts Reporting Using Federal Ed Jobs Money
Districts

Use Ed Jobs Money 183
No Ed Jobs Money Left 182

No Response 6

Roughly half of respondents reported using the last available federal money to reduce
the impact of the budget cuts. For the other districts, this option was not available. The
exhaustion of this funding will certainly have a negative impact on school budgets next
year, which is discussed more in section 3.7 below.

3.7 Question 11: Anticipation of Cuts Next Year

Districts were asked to report anticipated staff cuts for next year relative to this year.
The districts responded by reporting whether they expected greater, the same, fewer or
unknown staff cuts for the 2012-13 school year.15

Table 10: Responding Districts Reporting Anticipated 2012-13 Cuts
Districts

Greater Cuts 117
Same Cuts 126
Fewer Cuts 49

Unknown 72
NA 7

Table 10 shows that districts do not expect the 2011-12 school year to be a one-
time adjustment, but instead part of a difficult, long term reduction in funding, revenue,
programs, staff, and services. Fully 243 districts reported greater or similar cuts expected
for the 2012-13 school year, representing 65% of districts responding. The geographic
distribution of these districts is displayed in the map that follows.

14The exact question stated: “For the 2011-12 school year is your district using federal stimulus dollars
(“Education Jobs”) to deal with budget shortfalls?”

15Exact question stated: “For the 2012-13 school year, does your district anticipate cuts in staff will be
greater, about the same or less than in 2011-12?”
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Figure 5: 2012-13 Expected Cuts in Responding Districts

2012−13 Cuts

More or Same Cuts
Unknown
Less Cuts

Budget Outlook in 2012−13

Data from the Wisconsin Association of School District Administrators 
 (Map does not display K−8 Districts)
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4 Substantive Analysis

Wisconsin has experienced several consecutive years of reductions in K-12 education
funding. With all of the attention paid to this biennial budget, it is important to put
service reductions in the context of past years. It is also important to tie service reductions
such as class size increases, and staff losses compared to changes in student populations.
Districts are constantly adjusting their staffing to more closely align with the needs of
their students. By looking at the choices districts make relative to changes in enrollment,
a picture emerges of districts being constrained from providing services due to budget
cuts.

4.1 K-12 Class Size Increases

It is of interest to also evaluate which districts increased class sizes across any grades
K-12. Using an analysis of answers to both questions 3 and 4 about elementary class size
increases, and responses to question 10 about class size increases in specific subjects, the
number of districts increasing class size K-12 can be identified. To do this, first all districts
reporting a class size increase in either group of elementary grades from questions 3 and 4
are identified.16 This is 149 representing 42% of responding districts. To estimate class
size increases in grades outside of K-6 we can look at the number of districts that reported
increasing class size in subjects found in middle and high schools—AP, Vocational Tech-
nology, Art, Family and Consumer Education, Music, Business and Foreign Language.
Adding any districts that indicated class size increases in any of these subjects (but not
in the K-6 questions) increases the number of districts reporting a class size increase in
grades K-12 to 218 representing 59% of responding districts. The analysis is not different
if we also include districts that reported increases in core academic subjects in Question
10—reading, mathematics, science, or social studies. To better illustrate the breadth of
class size increases in the state of Wisconsin, districts are displayed on the map in Figure
6 colored whether they are experiencing or not experiencing a K-12 class size increase this
year.

This analysis of survey responses to questions regarding class size increases determines
that 218 districts representing 59% of responding districts reported a class size in grades
K-12.

16These districts could have increased in both categories as well, but this analysis focuses on identifying
districts increasing class sizes in any of the grades offered by the district.
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Figure 6: Class Size Increases in Responding Districts

Class Size Increase

Yes
No
NA

K−12 Class Size Increases

Data from the Wisconsin Association of School District Administrators 
 (Map does not display K−8 Districts)
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Figure 7: Three Year Trend in Job Changes In K-12
Net Teaching Jobs Lost Statewide
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4.2 Staff Cuts Relative to Previous Years

Using the DPI teacher license database, it is possible to track district staffing levels
across categories similar to those asked about in the survey to create a picture of how
staff levels have changed in previous years compared to this year.

Budget reductions have led to a dramatic increase in the number of jobs lost across
the K-12 sector. In every case, the losses were at least two to three times greater this year
than in 2010-11. With most districts expecting the same or greater cuts next year, the
outlook for K-12 jobs looks bleak for this biennium. This is supported by the data from
the Department of Workforce Development referenced in the Executive Summary.
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4.3 Staff Cuts and Program Elimination Related to Enrollment
Changes

One explanation for why staff cuts occurred could be an adjustment to reflect declining
enrollment.

In Table 11 enrollment changes compared to the change in teaching staff is depicted.
The key finding is that a number of responding districts (22%) reduced staff despite
increasing enrollment this year. Of responding districts that added teaching staff this
year, over half (58%) did so in response to enrollment increases and these represented a
minority of respondents overall (9%).

Table 11: Enrollment Compared to Teaching Cuts in Responding Districts
Districts % Dist. % Stu.

- Enrollment - Staff 152 41 43
- Enrollment + Staff 23 6 8

+ Enrollment + Staff 32 9 15
+ Enrollment - Staff 82 22 23

Even 82 22 11

Table 11 shows enrollment decreases (-) and enrollment increases (+) for this school
year based on 3rd Friday counts. Table 11 also shows staff increases (+) and staff decreases
(-) as reported on this survey. In Table 11“Even” represents districts that did not increase
or decrease enrollment and staff.

In analyzing this data it is helpful to use student teacher ratios. Student teacher
ratios are difficult to calculate because they reflect the ratio of all staff with a teaching
license–including classroom teachers, librarians, speech and language pathologists–to all
students. Although student teacher ratios do not reflect the actual number of students in a
classroom, they are an indication of the way enrollment and teacher staffing intersects.To
better illustrate this, Figure 5 shows the growth in student teacher ratio in responding
districts statewide in 2011–12 compared to 2010–11.
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Figure 8: Student-Teacher Ratio Change

Change in ST Ratio

NA
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.45−.7
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Change in Student Teacher Ratio 2010−11 to 2011−12

Data from the Wisconsin Association of School District Administrators 
 (Map does not display K−8 Districts)

Figure 5 shows that the increases in student teacher ratios were distributed evenly
across the state and not just located in urban or in rural districts.

For context the median student teacher ratio in Wisconsin increased from 13.27 in
2010–11 to 13.53 in 2011–12. That means there are more students for fewer teachers.
This confirms the reports by responding districts of increasing class sizes.

4.4 Budget Cuts Relative to Contract Status for the 2011-12
School Year

It is also valuable to look at budget cuts in relation to employee contracts. Using
data on which districts extended teacher contracts for the 2011-12 school year, this can
be evaluated directly. Table 12 looks at teacher contract status and job losses for teachers
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in 2011-12, excluding MPS which is an outlier in this case.17 “ST Ratio” in Table 12
refers to the median ratio of teachers to students as calculated in the prior section for the
2011–12 school year. “ST Change” refers to the change in this student teacher ratio from
2010–11 to 2011–12.

Table 12: Teacher Contract Status and Job Losses in Responding Districts

Contract FTE Lost Median Loss ST Ratio ST Change % Districts Lost Teachers
1 YES -788.75 -1.25 13.16 0.18 66.80
2 NO -274.08 -1.00 14.06 0.25 60.32

These are a few notes on Table 12:

� 245 of the responding districts remained in teacher contracts for the 2011-12 school
year while 126 of responding districts were not in a teacher contract for the 2011-12
school year.

� Districts out of contract had a higher student teacher ratio and also increased their
student teacher ratio at the same rate as districts in contract, who kept their student-
teacher ratio below the state median for the prior year.18

� There is only a small difference in the median number of teachers lost by districts in
or out of contract which is not statistically significant or substantively meaningful.

� Roughly the same proportion of districts reported net teacher job losses among
those with and without contracts and the difference between the two groups is not
statistically significant.

� The table does not capture the fact that an overwhelming majority of districts in
contract for the 2011–12 school year had teachers agree to pay cuts in take-home
pay in the form of increased health and pension contributions. The overwhelming
majority of districts that extended contracts increased available funds to balance
budgets.

Another way to look at this is in Figure 9, which shows the percentage of districts in
each category compared to their change in the student staff ratio. The two curves are
very similar, with the districts that extended contracts (indicated by “YES”) showing a
spike at a lower increase in student teacher ratios than those districts not in contract for
the 2011–12 school year.

17Though, including MPS does not change the median loss or dramatically change the weighted average
of the mean FTE teacher loss.

18The difference reported between these two groups in the table is not statistically significant.
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Figure 9: Student-Teacher Ratio Change by Contract
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